to live. Some islands will cease to exist. A new grouping of 20 countries in Paris, the Climate Vulnerable Forum, painted dangerous climate change as a threat to their very existence. The rallying-cry, "1.5 to stay alive", repeated in forcefully eloquent language in the negotiating sessions, increasingly made sense.
The Marshall Islands then deftly revealed a secret 'high-ambition coalition' at the talks. It included rich and poor countries alike, unravelling old geopolitical alliances, and so allowing a much more ambitious agreement to be reached.
That's a crucial part of why China, the United States and the rest will this week sign the Paris Agreement, a UN legal instrument to hold the mean global surface-air temperature to "well below 2 °C above preindustrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels".
Against the odds, vulnerable states got their message across. Without stringent limits on temperature rises, whole nations within the UN system may become stateless, which, self-evidently, is dangerous to those states.
The move is good politics, but is it based on good science? Projections of sea-level rise are notoriously uncertain, but unabated emissions rises would certainly lead to a rise of many metres over the course of a few centuries as the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets lose mass. Such losses are nonlinear and once begun are essentially irreversible. Models now show that much of this could be avoided if emissions are curbed such that warming stays below 1.5 °C. Impacts on staple crops also increase drastically after 1.5 °C. Scientific evidence is on the side of the small island states.
The emergence of 1.5 °C as a serious policy position comes with important lessons for scientists. The global research community has shockingly little to say on the probable impacts of a 1.5 °C rise. (The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change last week scrambled to commission a special report on the subject.) Most impact studies and future-scenario analyses focus on 2 °C and higher. Few focus on the most-vulnerable regions. It is the same bias that neglects the study of diseases that kill millions outside the developed world. Most scientists and most funds for science, after all, are from developed countries, and so tend to follow the agendas of the dominant class of those societies. In this way, science further entrenches inequality.
This bias is dangerous. And it will continue until more scientists challenge the agenda of their funders and examine their own preferences for research questions to answer. ■ Simon L. 
